THE AGE OF MACHINERY
improvements' had 'hitherto been to demoralize society
through the misapplication of the new wealth created.'
Man, he cried, 'sees all around him hurrying forward to
acquire individual wealth regardless of him, his comforts,
his wants or even his sufferings.9 We must indicate the nature
of the evils from which the workers suffered, for they
nourished the social unrest which found expression in a
militant labour movement.
The first was the low price of labour. 'Half a million
hand-loom weavers,' wrote Carlyle, 'working fifteen hours a
day in perpetual inability to procure thereby enough of the
coarsest food; English farm labourers at nine shillings and
at seven shillings a week.' CA great mass of our unskilled
labourers/ observed Francis Place the devoted champion of
labour, 'and a very considerable number of our skilled
labourers are in poverty if not in actual misery. They live
amongst others who are better off than themselves and they
cannot understand why there should be so great a difference.
To men thus circumstanced any, the most absurd, scheme
which promises relief is eagerly seized and earnestly adhered
to.' It was from the ranks of famished hand-loom weavers
and others steeped in poverty that insurrectionary chartism
recruited its most fiery supporters. Nevertheless the backbone
of the militant labour movement was not the half-starved
weaver, carrying on a hopeless fight against machinery,
but the relatively prosperous factory operative. It often
excited surprise that the best-paid workmen complained the
most. 'No doubt of it!' exclaims Carlyle. The best-paid
workmen are they alone that can so complain! How shall he,
the hand-loom weaver who in the day that is passing over
him has to find food for the day, strike work? If he strike
work he starves within the week. He is past complaint!' The
mill hands were  better off yet   (as  Carlyle recognized)
wages alone 'are no index of well-being to the working man.9
Insecurity, in other words liability to unemployment, is
even more demoralizing than poverty; and insecurity was
the lot of the factory operatives. 'Their trade,' says Carlyle,.
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